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Abstract
The incidence rate of homelessness in the United States has been trending positively over
the last decade. The Department of Housing and Urban Development attributes this growth
primarily to the West-Coast. States in this region particularly responsible for the rise in rates
have significantly large concentrations of both homelessness and high-paying innovation-sector
jobs in major cities–known as superstars for the extreme demand to live there. Dispersion
between higher and lower-income residents is noted to be significantly higher in superstar cities.
In light of the recent interference of an unprecedented pandemic, COVID-19, economists predict
a significant increase in the incidence rate of homelessness nationwide. To further elaborate on
this relationship, the interactions between homelessness rates, employment, costs of living, and
government response are analyzed prior to the onset of COVID-19, and after the first COVID-19
case was confirmed in the United States. This analysis intends to explore how COVID-19 has
impacted these 5 agglomerated cities responses to the housing crisis. A qualitative grounded
theory meta-analysis was performed. 5 cities (San Jose, San Francisco, Seattle, San Diego, and
Boston) were selected for a comparison of qualitative data describing trends in homelessness,
employment, costs of living, and government strategies. Data was compiled from literature
released by government databases, annual government reports, research institutions, and relevant
stakeholder associations. The interactions of COVID-19 on each variable are analyzed.
Implications for future hypothesis testing are explored for the state of the combined housing and
pandemic crisis as it continues to develop.
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Interactions of the Housing Crisis and COVID-19: Grounded Theory
It is critical to note how the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic set new precedents around the
world regarding how governing bodies and economic forces collaborate to support those in
greater need. This collaboration is necessary in times of a public health crisis as infectious as this
one. Regarding the United States, the Center for Disease Control (CDC) has acknowledged the
adversities that come with being homeless. Those living on the streets have difficulty
maintaining social distancing, difficulty receiving timely relevant CDC information, and are
disproportionately predisposed to preexisting health conditions, in addition to lacking healthcare.
In the era of social distancing, this already at-risk population, if left behind, will succumb to the
public health risks the community as a whole is facing. Because of the impact on the economy
from COVID-19, low-income renters have a higher predisposition to housing instability (Aurand
et. al, 2020). The National Low Income Housing Council found that two-thirds of low and
extremely low-income renters are employed in sectors heavily affected by the shutdown.
(Aurand et. al, 2020). As the pandemic has persisted, Americans have filed for unemployment at
a record-breaking rate, and have missed rent payments significantly in April 2020, compared to
just the previous month (Department of Labor, 2020). The National Multifamily Housing
Council (NMHC) warns of the impacts COVID-19 could have on tenants. Those who are
affected could build up months of delayed rent with a shuttered income from the pandemic,
regardless of temporary eviction moratoriums. This combination of unemployment and delayed
rent payments could have dire effects on housing situations for many. A positive relationship has
been found between unemployment and homelessness (Corinth, 2017). Although many states

INTERACTIONS OF THE HOUSING CRISIS AND COVID-19

5

and cities have implemented temporary bans on evictions, there is nothing stopping landlords
from requiring tenants to pay back missed rent, which many might not be able to afford. Once
the temporary ban on evictions is lifted, this could all manifest poorly for lower-income tenants.
In other words, residents in cities nationwide could start experiencing the housing crisis as
intensely as the Bay Area has already been. A quickly growing unemployed part of the service
sector is potentially facing circumstances for eviction, once temporary eviction bans lift and
federal unemployment benefits return to the standard amount (Aurand et. al, 2020). In light of
COVID-19, shelters around the nation have stopped taking new cases, and have even shut down
in some instances to prevent further spread of the virus in the homeless population. The
incidence rate of homelessness is projected to increase from 40-45% by the end of 2020 in light
of the pandemic’s economic disruptions (O’Flaherty, 2020). The incidence and prevalence of
homelessness in the United States has been trending positively in the last few years (Henry,
2020). The increase in the national homelessness rate is attributed primarily to West-Coast
regions of the United States, where dispersion between higher and lower-income residents is
significantly higher in major cities. A large proportion of the homelessness spike occurred in the
same cities where regional agglomeration of tech companies occurs. Data reviewed in this
analysis found employees in the innovation sector earn a salary higher than the national average,
and the closer an employee is located to the center of concentration, the higher this proportion
gets. An analysis by the Brookings Institute found that in the past fifteen years, just 5 cities (San
Jose, San Francisco, Seattle, San Diego, and Boston) accounted for more job growth than the
other ninety percent of the tech sector combined (Atkinson et. al, 2019). The low supply of
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affordable housing is related to the high concentration of industry jobs– in the case of this region,
tech jobs. Researchers have developed a model of this theory known as the ‘superstar cities’
model (Gyourko et. al, 2006). These cities, all with comparable workforces and housing
situations have implemented a variety of solutions to combat the increasing prevalence and
incidence of homelessness (Henry, 2019). Regardless of emergency measures taken to protect
this vulnerable population, concerns for the homeless remain high (Aurand, 2020). The onset of
the COVID-19 pandemic has created a unique situation in which local governments are
compelled to take more decisive actions. According to homeless census data mandated by the
Department of Housing and Urban Development for the Annual Homeless Assessment Report,
unemployment was the primary cause of homelessness in three out of five cities analyzed
(Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2019). Additionally, median rents in these
cities are significantly higher than the national average (United States Census Bureau, 2018).
Although city officials have been implementing plans to assist the population, more people are
becoming homeless at a faster rate than can be assisted efficiently (Henry et. al, 2019).
Following the discovery of COVID-19, high-and-rising costs of living and a lack of carrying
capacity by the local government interact to accelerate the rate at which lower income residents
in this region risk becoming homeless. Lower-income workers are becoming increasingly
unemployed and unable to pay rent, two conditions that have been found to accelerate
homelessness (Aurand et. al, 2020; Corinth, 2017). Although laws have been passed to assist this
population, many professional organizations warn the circumstances could lead to potential
lasting effects on the housing crisis. This pandemic in particular has highlighted the necessity for
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reactive and preventative measures to homelessness to be robust, as noted by recommendations
from the National Governors Association.
Method
Approach to Inquiry
A grounded theory qualitative review was performed to formulate a model explaining the
interactions behind variables involved in the housing crisis. 5 cities were selected for analysis
based the following inclusion criteria: “Superstar” metro area, concentration of tech job growth,
CoC status, homelessness rate by sheltered and unsheltered status. Data used to inform this
selection criteria was compiled from the Brookings Institute and the Department of Labor.
·

San Jose

·

San Francisco

·

San Diego

·

Seattle

·

Boston

Grounded theory informed the approach to inquiry for this study. Creswell (2006) notes that
grounded theory is a useful approach for studying a phenomenon with a lot of interactions that
may not already have a theory present.
Selective Coding of Variables
The core phenomenon being focused on is homelessness. Qualitative data was selectively coded
into categories including economic factors, political factors, Public Health Emergency 1:
Homelessness, and Public Health Emergency 2: COVID-19. These variables were coded into
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categories consisting of the core phenomenon, correlational conditions, strategies, contextual and
intervening conditions, and consequences. To effectively analyze the core phenomenon of the
housing crisis, data was selectively coded to describe how multiple relationships across the
economic factors (housing market, the employment sectors), political factors (zoning regulations
and housing supply), and strategies (Emergency Housing, Permanent Housing) in each city
interact with interfering factors (Public Health Emergency 2: COVID-19) to produce an effect on
the consequence (homelessness). The interactions are modeled visually via an axial coding
paradigm in the discussion section. By assessing how these interdisciplinary variables interact,
conclusions can be drawn from the data. These conclusions support data-driven theories to assess
the trending high dispersion in prevalence rates of homelessness across the United States,
particularly in West Coast regions dominated by tech jobs. An additional variable, COVID-19 is
added to the analysis, to assess further impaction of the variable relationships. Findings,
interactions, and limitations are further explored in the Discussion section of this report. These
findings are released with the intention of inspiring further study in the fields of public health,
public policy, vulnerable populations, and the housing crisis.
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Results
A grounded theory analysis of qualitative data involves sorting data into coded
categories. The theory consists of correlative factors, interfering factors, strategies, the core
phenomenon, and consequences. Correlative factors are smaller sets of systems that interact to
create the core phenomenon. In regards to the data analyzed for this study, correlative factors
include Public Health Emergency 1–Homelessness, Economic Factors, and Political Factors.
Interfering factors refer to events, systems, or relationships that alter the strategies used to
combat the core phenomenon. In this analysis, the interfering factor is COVID-19. The following
component of the theory, naturally, is strategies–which refer to actions taken either by individuals
or large groups to influence the outcome of interactions between correlative factors. Strategies
analyzed in this report include economic strategies such as financial assistance to low-income
renters, and environmental strategies such as providing shelters for homeless individuals. These
factors all surround a core phenomenon–the regional housing crisis–responsible for continued
increases in homelessness that outpace the rest of the country. Both financial and health
consequences are explored in this analysis, with regards to the interference of COVID-19 on the
interactions of these co-relating systems. A review of literature, categorized by factors, is
outlined below. Interactions between these factors are further explored and visualized in the
discussion section.

INTERACTIONS OF THE HOUSING CRISIS AND COVID-19

10

Homelessness (Public Health Emergency #1)
Homelessness is designated as Public Health Emergency 1 because it has persisted prior to the
discovery of COVID-19. According to the 2019 AHAR, homelessness has seen a national
increase after steady declines over the past decade (Henry et. al, 2020). Following the onset of
the pandemic, the amount of homeless individuals, especially unsheltered individuals, is
expected to increase significantly (O’Flaherty, 2020).
Figure 1.1: Estimates of Homelessness by Sheltered Status1

Figure 1.1 illustrates the extent to which the homeless population, by sheltered status, has
increased. The AHAR draws attention to the changing living conditions for this population:

1

Figure 1.1: Henry et. al, 2020. PIT Estimates of People Experiencing Homelessness [Screenshot]. Retrieved from
page 8 of the 2019 Annual Homeless Assessment Report to Congress (2020).
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findings indicate a decrease in sheltered cases (0.5%) and a particularly large increase in
unsheltered cases (9%) nationally (Henry et. al, 2020). Figure 1.1 illustrates how after trending
negatively for six years, the unsheltered point-in-time (PIT) estimate of homelessness increased
significantly for the first time, rising nearly to the extent of the PIT count from 2012. This has
also been noted to have been offset by coastal outliers. Over half (53% or 108,432) of all
unsheltered homeless people in the nation are located in California (Henry et. al, 2020). Except
for Boston, every city in this analysis had an unsheltered homeless rate higher than 50%.

Figure 1.2: Unsheltered rate of superstar cities2
San Jose

San Francisco

Seattle

San Diego

Boston

Sheltered

980

2,855

5,971

4,476

6,203

Unsheltered

5,117

5,180

6,320

3,626

121

Unsheltered

83.93%

64.47%

56.43%

44.75%

1.95%

6,097

8,035

11,199

8,102

6,203

Rate (%)

Total

2

Figure 1.2: Department of Housing and Urban Development. (2019). Sheltered and unsheltered homeless
incidence rate. [Table]. Retrieved from hudexchange.info.
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Figure 1.2 summarizes the total population from the 2019 PIT count estimate by sheltered
status for every city in this analysis. Data was compiled from each city’s official homeless
census, conducted in accordance with the Department of Housing and Urban Development. The
capacities of shelters become increasingly significant as COVID-19 threatens the unsheltered
homeless population, as noted by Culhane et. al (2020). According to the AHAR, unsheltered
and sheltered homelessness nationally was increased by outlier states such as New York and
California, at 46 people and 38 people per 10,000 of the general population respectively (Henry
et. al, 2020). While homelessness in most states declined between 2018 and 2019, homelessness
in California increased by 16 percent, or 21,306 people (Henry et. al, 2020). This large increase
in California is reflected in a nationwide increase of 3 percent, or 14,885 people experiencing
homelessness, between 2018 and 2019 (Henry et. al, 2020).
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Figure 1.3: Regional Concentration in Homelessness3

Figure 1.3, outlining coastal dispersion of homeless incidence, has been annotated to include the
cities used for this analysis. Three of the five cities in this analysis (San Jose, San Francisco, San
Diego) are in California, designated as 50 homeless people per 10,000 of the general population
on the graphic (Henry et. al, 2020). For this reason, California’s status as a coastal outlier is
emphasized in this analysis. The other two cities included in this analysis (Seattle, Boston) also
come from states where there are over 50 homeless people per 10,000 of the general population
(Henry et. al, 2020). The distribution of the homeless population differs by state and concentrates
primarily in coastal regions of the nation. Despite the overall increase in national homelessness,

3

Figure 1.3: Henry et. al (2020). Estimates of People Experiencing Homelessness [Annotated Screenshot].
Retrieved from page 12 of the 2019 Annual Homeless Assessment Report to Congress (2020).
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29 states actually reported declines in their PIT estimates (Henry et. al, 2020). Despite last year’s
decline in 29 states, COVID-19 is projected to increase homelessness by 40-45% nationwide
(O’Flaherty, 2020). The regional concentration of homelessness is the result of interactions
between economic and political factors, as well as the variance in strategies available by region.
Findings for all of these factors are discussed in further sections.
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Economic Factors
Similar to the prevalence of homelessness, the economic conditions that foster it have been
found to regionally concentrate. Toro et. al (2007) found how wealth inequality of a locality can
lead to homelessness. Wealth inequality affects a dynamic of the housing market known as
elasticity–defined as the relationship between affordability and supply of available housing
(Gyourko et. al, 2006). Gyourko et. al (2006) categorizes cities with high demand and low
supply of housing as “superstars” according to their inelastic status. San Francisco, Seattle, San
Jose, Boston, and San Diego were the top five “superstar” cities of the innovation sector over
almost the past two decades, with disproportionate shares of job growth in comparison to the rest
of the country’s share of the innovation sector–driving the demand to live in these regions.
Atkinson et. al (2019) acknowledge how the status of these cities as industry superstars can
impact wealth inequality nationally. At home in superstar cities, Atkinson et. al (2019) mention
traffic congestion and exponential home prices. Additionally, the growing concentration of
industry in superstar cities leaves the talent pool and overall economic contribution of the same
industry in other cities considerably smaller. This is a consequence of employees of the
innovation sector leaving their hometowns to work in critical regions (Atkinson et. al, 2019).
Toro et. al (2007) note how as wealth increases in a region, the prioritization of homeless needs
can be inversely affected. The effects of this can be seen in wealthy cities, observed by factors
such as their inventory of beds, and types of housing and unemployment assistance available.
Across the nation, there is further variance in the influence wealthy residents have on shaping
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housing supply growth in their municipalities. This will be further explored in the Political
Factors section.
Figure 2.1: Regional Concentration in Innovation Sector Jobs4

Figure 2.1 illustrates the regional agglomeration of innovation industry jobs. Housing elasticity
can be assessed by examining the cost of housing in these superstar cities. This relationship and
its further implications are explored in the discussion section.

4

Figure 2.1: Atkinson et. al (2019). Metros by Change in Share of Total Innovation Sector Jobs [Screenshot].
Retrieved from page 6 of The Case for Growth Centers:
How to Spread Tech Innovation Across America.
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Full-Report-Growth-Centers_PDF_BrookingsMetro-BassC
enter-ITIF.pdf.
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Figure 2.2: Median Property Values in Superstar Cities5
City

Median Property Value

Times Higher than National
Median

San Jose

$968,500

3.2

Seattle

$758,200

2.3

San Francisco

$910,300

2.9

San Diego

$654,700

1.85

Boston

$575,200

1.5

Figure 2.2 illustrates the median home values of every city in this analysis. Data was gathered
from datausa.io, an online database compiling official U.S. Census Bureau Reports.

Figure 2.3: Median Rent Estimates in Superstar Cities6
Zillow Rent Index (ZRI) as of 1/31/2020:
○ San Jose: $3,116
○ Seattle: $2,262
○ San Francisco: $4,224
○ San Diego: $2,619
○ Boston: $2,772

Figure 2.3 illustrates the median rent of every city in this analysis. Median rents were included to
assess the extent to which low-income renters are affected by rising costs of living. In order to

5

Figure 2.2: U.S Census Bureau. (2018). Median Property Values in Superstar Cities [Table]. Retrieved from
datausa.io.
6
Figure 2.3: Zillow Research Group. (2020). Zillow Rent Index [List]. Retrieved from
https://www.zillow.com/research/data/. Download required to view data.
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further assess housing elasticity, the counterpart to demand must be investigated. The other
finding, supply, is also impacted in these superstar cities. In the superstar cities model, Gyourko
et. al (2006) found a regional dispersion in the supply of housing across U.S. regions. Glaeser et.
al (2017) provides a further explanation of the dynamics of the housing market in relation to the
economic implications of housing supply. Citing Ganong and Shoag (2013), Glaeser et. al (2017)
note how in San Francisco, due to extreme inelasticity, economic growth is reflected in increases
in housing price, rather than increases in housing quantity. This finding is further explored by the
California Legislative Analyst’s Office. Taylor (2015) also compared Seattle to San Francisco
and San Jose, and found that despite Seattle’s similarities in region and economic climate, the
growth rate of housing units in Seattle (1.4%) increased at twice the rate of San Francisco (0.7%)
and San Jose (0.7%) (Taylor, 2015). This finding is further revisited in the Political Factors
section, and the Economic and Political interactions are further analyzed in the discussion.
Quigley and Rafael (2004) assessed the affordability of the housing market and found that
although there is no evidence to support housing unaffordability among homeowners, renters
specifically have seen modest increases in their housing cost burden. This increase is more
pronounced among the lower income share of renters (Quigley and Rafael, 2004). In other
words, income inequality can be observed across types of housing occupied. Ganesh and
Goodman (2017) further observed disparities in cost burden across the housing market using data
from the American Community Survey. For homeowners, 8% were low-income, and 7% were
extremely low-income. In contrast, 15% of renters were low income, and 26% were extremely
low-income. (Ganesh and Goodman, 2017).
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Strategies
Prior to the onset of COVID-19, the following strategies have been implemented to help assist
individuals with combatting homelessness by municipalities (Henry et. al, 2020).
Figure 3.1: Current Strategies Implemented to Assist Homeless7
Shelter for the formerly homeless:

Shelter for those currently homeless:

Permanent Supportive Housing:
provides long-term housing with
supportive services for formerly
homeless people with disabilities, and
often those with chronic patterns of
homelessness
Other Permanent Housing: provides
housing with or without services that is
specifically for formerly homeless
people but that does not require people
to have a disability
Rapid Rehousing: provides short-term
rental assistance and stabilizing services
to formerly homeless people

Emergency: provides temporary or
nightly shelter beds to people
experiencing homelessness
Safe Haven: provides temporary shelter
and services to hard-to-serve individuals
Transitional: provides homeless people
with up to 24 months of shelter and
supportive services

Figure 3.1 provides an overview on the various types of shelter available. Definitions for each
category of housing program were taken from the 2019 Annual Homeless Assessment Report
(Henry et. al, 2020).

7

Figure 3.1: Henry et. al, (2020). Types of Shelter Available for the Homeless. [Table]. Retrieved from page 76 of
the 2019 Annual Homeless Assessment Report to Congress (2020).
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Figure 3.2: Additional Shelter Capacity Necessary During COVID-198

Figure 3.2 illustrates the need for additional shelter capacity by county, and was compiled from
Culhane. et al’s (2020) report assessing additional measures necessary following the pandemic.
In Figure 3.2, the most recent PIT estimates of shelter capacities for each city in this analysis are
compiled and summarized from the HUD. Figure 3.2 shows how the highest need for shelter
capacity is regionally concentrated, with the most urgency showing in West Coast cities. Four of
the five cities in this analysis (San Jose, San Francisco, San Diego, and Seattle) are located in
areas with a severe need for additional shelter capacity. The unsheltered rates of each city in this

8

Figure 3.2: Culhane et. al (2020). Additional Capacity Required During the COVID-19 Pandemic [Annotated
Screenshot]. Retrieved from page 7 of Estimated Emergency and Observational/Quarantine Capacity Need for the
US Homeless Population Related to COVID-19 Exposure by County; Projected Hospitalizations, Intensive Care
Units and Mortality. http://works.bepress.com/dennis_culhane/237/.
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analysis can be found in Figure 1.2. These findings align with the fact that California contains
more than half of the nation’s unsheltered homeless population (Henry et. al, 2020). In contrast,
the fifth city in this analysis (Boston) is in an area designated as needing minimal additional
shelter capacity. Boston provides a noteworthy example of effective reduction in prevalence and
incidence rates. Permanent supportive housing, family reunification, and an overall focus on
long-term residential programs implemented in Boston in 2018 significantly reduced the number
of unsheltered individuals reported by the time of the next year’s street count (City of Boston,
2019). Boston’s low unsheltered rate in comparison to the other four cities in this report can be
observed visually in Figure 3.2. This finding implicates the need for cities experiencing high tech
agglomeration to invest in permanent supportive housing for the homeless. A negative
association has been found between homeless counts and permanent supportive housing
(Corinth, 2017). In addition to shelter for individuals already experiencing homelessness, Taylor
(2015) discusses preventative measures taken to protect low-income renters, prior to the onset of
COVID-19. There are supply based strategies, which seek to increase the overall amount of
housing available, and financially based strategies, intended to ease the cost burden on
low-income renters (Taylor, 2015). For every 1% increase in unemployment per 10,000 in the
general population, there was a 0.65 increase in homelessness per 10,000 (Corinth, 2017). The
National Low Income Housing Coalition and the National Governors Association have both
acknowledged in their report the necessity to financially support struggling renters in light of
historic unemployment rates following the economic impact of COVID-19. Their findings,
previously mentioned in the COVID-19 section of this analysis, have inspired action at the
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legislative level in regards to the status of the public health emergency, as illustrated in the
following figure on the next page.
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Figure 3.3: COVID-19 Housing Policy by State, Adjusted for Superstar Cities9

9

Figure 3.3 Princeton University Eviction Lab (2020). COVID-19 Scorecards by State, [Table]. Retrieved from
https://evictionlab.org/covid-policy-scorecard/.
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Data for Figure 3.3 was compiled from Princeton University’s Eviction Lab COVID-19 Housing
Policy Scorecard. The Eviction Lab Team compiles and analyzes qualitative data from state
governor emergency declarations, state legislation, and court orders, as well as court and attorney
general memorandums and guidance. This qualitative data represent post-COVID-19 strategies
used to address low-income and extremely low-income economic impact. The National Low
Income Housing Council analyzes COVID-19 related relief efforts in their research note. Aurand
et. al (2020) warn that the assistance currently being approved for low-income renters is
temporary, and a failure to address this population’s rental needs could send them into housing
instability.
Political Factors
Prior to COVID-19’s economic impact, the interactions that create housing instability
existed. Instability of one’s housing situation is partially related to the elasticity of their
local housing market (Toro et. al, 2007). Housing elasticity is affected by political factors.
Quigley and Rafael (2004) describe the process of filtering, the quality hierarchy that
allows for the growth of new housing units. The factors influencing the total rental supply
include “new construction at all quality levels, the rates at which units filter through the
quality hierarchy, and the rate at which units are removed from the rental stock via
abandonment and conversion to other uses.” (Quigley and Rafael, 2004, p. 143).
Malpezzi and Green (1996) found that the availability of affordable, lower-quality
housing units is contingent on a city’s ability to construct newer housing, so that facilities
can filter through the quality hierarchy. Quigley and Rafael (2004) acknowledge the dual
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role zoning laws play in the housing crisis: “zoning ordinances are responsible, in part,
for increasing the minimum quality of the existing rental stock. However, many zoning
ordinances also reduce the supply of housing by artificially increasing land requirements
and by allocating land away from residential uses. (Quigley and Rafael, 2004, p. 144).”
Several researchers have found a strong relationship between housing prices and the
extent of regulation of land-use. Mayo and Sheppard (1996) conducted an international
comparison of housing market elasticities, finding that less regulated housing markets
had higher rates of elasticity. Mayer and Somerville (2000) concur with this finding on a
U.S. level, adding that in housing markets of places with heavy zoning regulations, new
housing construction rates, as well as housing elasticity in general is considerably lower.
The California Legislative Analyst Office found that California in particular has a history
of heavy zoning regulation–which further explores permitted density, environmental
impact, land cost, high building costs (Taylor, 2015). This can be observed to further
impact the state’s housing crisis in comparison to similar states. As previously mentioned,
the Legislative Analyst Office analysis found Seattle’s housing supply grew at twice the
rate of San Jose and San Francisco, reflecting the state variance in zoning regulation
(Taylor, 2015). These political factors impact lower-income residents’ abilities to
withstand housing insecurity in highly unaffordable housing markets. As the situation
progresses past the time of this publication, the economic impact of COVID-19 may
interact with these political factors to influence housing insecurity–a precursor to

25
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homelessness. The interference of the pandemic on homelessness and housing insecurity
is explored below.
Interfering Factor: COVID-19
Homelessness is emerging in specific regions of the country as a public health emergency. The
onset of another public health emergency, COVID-19, interferes with the adversities of
homelessness to put several individuals at physical and financial risk. Culhane et. al (2020)
modeled the potential health impacts of COVID-19 on the homeless population. Assuming a
40% infection rate, their model’s PIT estimated a potential 3,454 homeless deaths by COVID-19
nationally. (Culhane et. al, 2020). In addition to being unsheltered, the variety of health
impairments experienced by the homeless cause accelerated physical decline (Hwang et. al,
2011). Culhane et. al (2020) found that for medical-surgical conditions, homeless individuals are
admitted to the hospital 10-15 years earlier than comparable, housed individuals. For age-related
impairments, they are admitted 20 years earlier than housed individuals. (Culhane et. al, 2020).
The Center for Disease Control (CDC) acknowledges the potential difficulties this population
may have adhering to social distancing guidelines. The Interim Guidance for People
Experiencing Homelessness published by the CDC encourages homeless individuals to avoid
others and keep clean to the best of their ability (CDC, 2020). The CDC also has guidelines for
healthcare providers working with this population in order to help assist the homeless with safe
distancing measures. Environmental stressors, accelerated physical decline, lack of access to
consistent healthcare make this population less likely to recover from the virus if contracted.
(Culhane et. al, 2020). Despite the current risks being faced, the White House Coronavirus Task
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Force published guidelines on reopening the country in mid-April of 2020. Following the federal
government’s announcements, the National Governors Association released a report detailing
necessary steps to be taken before the shelter-in-place restrictions ease. The NGA roadmap to
reopening states warns of opening prematurely; doing so could “send states back into crisis
mode, push health systems past capacity, and force states back into strict social distancing
measures (National Governors Association, 2020, p. 2).” Taken from the report, Figure 4.1
specifies the following guidelines as appropriate strategies for states to implement.
Figure 4.1: Necessary Steps to Protect Homeless Prior to Reopening10
○ “waiving certain regulatory barriers for any shelters or facilities
○

directing state, local and private sector partners to transition sheltered homeless

individuals into alternative housing that allows for adequate social distancing
○

directing social service agencies to continue providing basic food, water, shelter and

hygiene needs
○ assist localities in partnering with the commercial sector (such as hotels, motels or
trailers) to secure temporary housing with a plan for separate locations for people who test
positive
○ engage underutilized community-based providers (e.g., community mental health centers)
to engage the population in mitigation approaches.”
–– (National Governors Association, 2020, p. 17)

10

Figure 4.1: National Governors Association. (2020). Strategies for Homeless Populations [List]. Retrieved from
https://www.nga.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/NGA-Report.pdf.
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COVID-19 has inspired legislative action in regards to the general population as well.
COVID-19 related shelter-in-place rules have impacted COVID-19 rates, however, the
implementation of these policies have also impacted the job security of millions. Unemployment
was the top cause of homelessness in San Jose, San Francisco, and Seattle according to the
individual official city homelessness censuses conducted in accordance with the Department of
Housing and Urban Development Annual Point-in-time standards (Henry et. al, 2020). Primary
cause of homelessness data was unavailable in San Diego and Boston’s official homeless
censuses (Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2019). The individual census reports
were accessible through hudexchange.info. Data from these censuses are compiled in the 2019
Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR), published by the Department of Housing and
Urban Development (HUD). Following initial shelter-in-place implementations, the amount of
individuals filing for unemployment insurance increased by 139% in comparison to the previous
week. (Dept. of Labor, 2020) As of May 2, there were 583,699 initial claims filed under the
recently added category of Pandemic Unemployment Assistance. Additionally, as of the week of
May 2, initial claims of unemployment have dropped 18.5% from the previous week, totaling
2,849,090 claims. There are limitations to the Pandemic Unemployment Assistance category, as
data from only 23 of 50 states were reported. Regardless, unemployment claims in May 2020 are
significantly higher than the rate of claims filed last year. In 2019, during the comparable week,
there were 204,033 initial jobless claims, according to the statement released May 7 (Dept. of
Labor, 2020). The Employment Situation Press Release, issued May 8 by the Department of
Labor, detailed a record-breaking jump in unemployment.
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Figure 4.2: Unemployment Rate, Seasonally Adjusted11

Figure 4.2 illustrates the unemployment rate from April 2018-April 2020, taken from the Bureau
of Labor Statistics press release. Following the release of this data, the National Low Income
Housing Coalition updated their report assessing the risk of housing instability for low-income
renters as a result of COVID-19 economic impact. Citing Zipperer and Gould, (2020) the report
notes how the unemployment rate is likely to be underestimated, as many unemployment
insurance systems had capacity issues, creating barriers for many attempting to file (Aurand,
2020). According to the report, nearly 60% of extremely low-income renters work in industries
11

Figure 4.2: Department of Labor. (2020). Unemployment rate, seasonally adjusted, The Employment Situation
April 2020 [Screenshot]. Retrieved from Page -1- of https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/empsit.pdf.
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particularly impacted by COVID-19 (Aurand, 2020). The National Multifamily Housing Council
(NMHC) tracks rent payment trends, and found a dramatic decrease in rent payments for the
month of April 2020. According to data released by their rent tracker, 69% of households had
paid their rent by April 5; in comparison to 81% the previous month. In comparison to one year
ago, 82% of renters had submitted rent for April. (NMHC 2020). The release of this data
prompted the COVID-19 related strategies included in Figure 3.3, which had an effect on rent
payments for the month of May (NMHC, 2020). However, Aurand (2020) warn that low-income
renters are not sufficiently funded for the full extent of the economic impact of the pandemic,
which will become apparent once unemployment benefits return to their regular amount
(Aurand, 2020, p. 2). The NLIHC warns this population could be at risk of housing instability as
a consequence (Aurand, 2020). O’Flaherty warns that the homeless population could increase by
nearly 45% as a result of the significant rise in unemployment (O’Flaherty, 2020). The full extent
of these interactions is explored in the discussion section.

INTERACTIONS OF THE HOUSING CRISIS AND COVID-19
Discussion
Figure 5.0: Interactional Model of COVID-19 and the Housing Crisis12

The qualitative data observed in this study was formulated into a grounded theory,
modeled visually in Figure 5.0. Data was coded into categories, including correlative factors,
strategies, interfering factors, the core phenomenon, and consequences. Correlative factors
include political factors, economic factors, Public Health Emergency 1: Homelessness, and

12

Figure 5.0: Lindsay Cutler. (2020). Interactions of Two Public Health Crises: Regional Housing Crisis and
COVID-19 [Image]. Generated from qualitative case study metaanalysis using Microsoft Powerpoint.
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strategies. The strategies include environmental and financial. The core phenomenon is the
housing crisis, observed in a case study of five superstar cities. The interfering factor is the
Public Health Emergency 2: COVID-19. Homelessness and COVID-19 were coded numerically
in respect to the chronological order in which they emerged as public health crises. There are two
main consequences of the interactions between strategies, correlative factors, interfering factors,
and the core phenomenon observed in this analysis. First, prior to the onset of COVID-19, in
superstar cities, low-income renters were identified as a population at financial risk of housing
instability, as a result of the surrounding economic climate. Following the onset of COVID-19,
low-income renters are experiencing record-breaking unemployment, as well as missing rent
payments at a significantly higher rate. Additionally, there is a higher health risk for the
homeless population; in superstar cities, individuals experiencing homelessness were
predisposed to accelerated health risks prior to the onset of COVID-19, and remain unsheltered
at disproportionate rates compared to other types of municipalities. Following the discovery of
the virus, it is evident that this population is at risk for not only contracting the virus at
disproportionate rates, but also displaying more severe symptoms of the virus. The main effect of
this theory is observed in the strategies component, as strategies in grounded theory are included
as a separate category. The ways in which these factors all relate and impact the outcomes of one
another are further discussed in the interactions section. Interactions of the housing crisis are
summarized visually in Figure 5.0.
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Interactions
Municipal Interaction: Political ✕ Economic
Prior to the onset of COVID-19, in superstar cities, low-income renters were identified as a
population at financial risk of housing instability, as a result of the surrounding economic
climate. The cost burden that makes housing unaffordable to so many on the lower end of the
income distribution is influenced by a variety of factors. The rapid growth in jobs in centralized
locations requires relocations of skilled employees to these superstar cities. The inclusion of the
innovation sector as an economic factor in this analysis fulfills the first finding of housing
inelasticity: extreme demand. Extreme demand drives up the price of housing in areas where new
housing is costly and difficult to build. Agglomeration of wealthy residents from concentrated
sectors influences the housing market in various ways, making it difficult for those who are
lower income to continue affording housing as prices of living reflect the newer, richer residents.
There is a rise in housing cost, influenced by increasing wealth of residents. There is a stagnation
in wages from other sectors, that cannot keep up with the rate that is affordable for those from
the agglomerated sector.
The economic factors of a location interact with political factors through demand, as the
supply of housing units lowers, fulfilling the second finding of housing inelasticity: supply.
Taylor (2015) found that Seattle’s housing supply grew at twice the rate of San Jose and San
Francisco. This is reflected in Figure 2.2, from the Economic Factors section. The relationship
between this finding and Figure 2.2 is assessed from a perspective of housing elasticity. Gyourko
et. al (2006) explained housing elasticity as the ratio of supply to demand. Demand is reflected in
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the housing market as home values, representing what residents are willing to pay to secure
availability (Gyourko et. al, 2006). In Figure 2.2, Seattle’s median home value is 2.3 times the
national median, compared to San Jose (3.2 times greater) and San Francisco (2.9 times greater).
Californian property values being higher than property values of other states aligns with Taylor’s
(2015) finding that Californian housing supply is limited. Further statistical analyses is
recommended to test the significance of this discrepancy. Disparities in housing supply across
cities lead to variance in housing affordability, especially for low income residents. According to
Gyourko et. al (2006), wealthier residents often “outbid” lower-income residents for the
available housing unit due to these dynamics, turning the housing market into a financially
competitive field that lower-income residents are unable to participate in. For example, while
Seattle also has a housing crisis, it’s elasticity of housing supply compared to the Bay Area has
seen increases. The California Legislative Analyst’s Office found that housing unit growth is
particularly slower in California, in comparison to other West Coast states. This finding from the
California Legislative Analyst’s Office indicates that on the West Coast, regional housing
inelasticity is particularly impacted in California.
Following the onset of COVID-19, the economic impact of measures to contain the virus
is putting many low-income residents at risk. The mid-March statement released by the
Department of Labor made a special note of the impact of COVID-19 on the historic spike in
unemployment, acknowledging emerging trends of layoffs in service industries. Jobs in food,
hospitality, accommodation, transportation, and warehouse services were all impacted by
shelter-in-place guidelines (Department of Labor, 2020). Data from the National Low Income
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Housing Coalition indicate a majority of low and extremely-low income renters are employed in
industries impacted by COVID-19, potentially risking their housing stability (Aurand, 2020).
The relationship between regional homelessness and tech employment concentration can be
observed by comparing Figures 1.3 and 2.1. In both maps, the concentrations of each measure
occur in the same exact regions, indicating a potential relationship (however, it is recommended
this relationship is explored further with statistical analysis to assess significance). Following the
onset of the pandemic, technology is being used more in the age of isolation and shelter-in-place,
and companies in this industry are continuing to grow despite the sudden drop in jobs across
other sectors. For example, Amazon, located in Seattle, has added 175,000 job positions in light
of COVID-19 as of April 30 (Clark, 2020). Additionally, a majority of Twitter’s employees will
be allowed to work from home permanently as of May 12. Twitter’s announcement follows
precedents set by other major innovation sector companies in the region, including Facebook and
Google. (Tiwary, 2020). The increased ability for employees in the innovation sector to work
from home, in comparison to those from service sectors who are facing record unemployment,
indicate a lower economic impact on residents who are employed in this sector. This is not to say
the tech industry is isolated from COVID-19’s economic impact, as every industry has been hit
by shutdowns. However, the National Low Income Housing Council notes how Department of
Labor data indicates that shutdowns of the economy have particularly further isolated
low-income workers, especially in hospitality and service sectors. Significant unemployment
continues to be a noteworthy topic in timely discussions of economic impact. Following
significant unemployment, rent payments have decreased significantly as well. Renters have
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been found in this analysis to be more cost burdened, and more likely to be lower-income than
homeowners (Ganesh and Goodman, 2017). The lower-income sectors compose the population
who has a harder time finding available, affordable housing. The impact COVID-19 has had on
unemployment could potentially send more individuals into housing instability if unaccounted
for in public policy, further impacting the issue of homelessness. Aurand et. al (2020) explain
that although the CARES act has provided extra temporary assistance, Aurand et. al (2020) warn
that once pandemic-related assistance becomes unavailable, standard benefits will not be
sufficient enough to support many low-income renters. Although unemployment insurance
benefits have increased, and moratoriums on evictions have passed, the temporary nature of
these laws and assistance programs do not effectively insulate lower-income renters from
eventual housing instability (Aurand et. al, 2020). In regards to pandemic related unemployment,
the homeless population is projected to increase by a significant amount (O’Flaherty, 2020). In
spite of the fact that social distancing measures helped influence these conditions, it is not
recommended to reopen the economy before the infrastructure of public health systems is
permanently altered to handle this pandemic, in addition to having an official plan that considers
both public health risks and economic recovery (National Governors Association). The National
Low Income Housing Council emphasizes the importance of protecting housing stability for
those who are particularly at financial risk due to shutdowns–low-income and extremely-low
income renters. Their research note recommends continuing to provide increased assistance to
extremely low-income renters in order to keep their housing situations stable with regards to
COVID-19’s impact on the economy, even after the effective date for current benefits expire
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(Aurand et. al, 2020). This analysis concurs with these recommendations, so that low and
extremely low-income renters currently economically impacted by COVID-19 do not contribute
to the increasing incidence of homelessness that has persisted prior to the onset of COVID-19,
especially in the regions containing the five cities analyzed for this study.
Public Health Interaction: Homelessness ✕ COVID-19
In regards to the homeless population, there is a higher health risk faced in superstar
cities. Homeless people are unsheltered at disproportionate rates in these regions, a consequence
of the municipal interactions discussed previously. Data from the Annual Homeless Assessment
Report indicate unsheltered homelessness concentrates primarily in urban cities on the West
Coast, especially cities in California. Unsheltered homelessness in Californian cities occurs at a
rate that outpaces the rest of the country. Those who are unsheltered face a higher environmental
risk than sheltered individuals. Homeless individuals are predisposed to environmental
conditions that wear down their health, making them more susceptible to COVID-19 and less
likely to recover from the virus if contracted. (Culhane et. al, 2020). According to a demographic
analysis of homeless clients in Boston, Los Angeles, and New York, the modal age was between
50 and 55 years (Culhane et. al, 2013). Preliminary studies of COVID-19 outbreaks around the
world have determined the mortality of COVID-19 increases with age, and the elderly cohort
have the highest mortality rate. (Porcheddu et. al, 2020). Additionally, comorbidity factors for
COVID-19 occur in homeless individuals at a rate disproportionate to housed individuals. Initial
studies of COVID-19 risk factors found comorbidities regarding hypertension, diabetes, cardiac
disease, chronic respiratory disease, and cancer. In addition to the age disparities homeless
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clients experience for surgical issues and age-related issues, obstructive pulmonary disease
occurs in the homeless population at a rate of 20-30%, compared to the rate of the adult general
population (10%) (Culhane et. al, 2020). The factors of environmental stressors, accelerated
physical decline and lack of access to consistent healthcare designate homeless individuals as a
highly vulnerable population. This makes those living unsheltered to be more predisposed to
adverse effects of the virus. Regardless of stay-at-home measures, if the homeless population has
an outbreak of the virus, everyone in the general vicinity is still at risk of community spread.
Culhane et. al note that the estimate of potential homeless deaths from COVID-19 is likely to be
higher, due to inconsistent access to healthcare for this population, especially those who are
unsheltered (Culhane et. al, 2020). The interactions of these public health emergencies require
decisive action because COVID-19 is highly infectious and is easily transmitted, especially
among the unsheltered. Following the discovery of the virus, it is evident that this population is
at risk for not only contracting the virus at disproportionate rates, but also displaying more severe
symptoms of the virus.
Main Effect: Strategy Interference
The main effect of this theory is observed in the strategies component, as strategies in grounded
theory are additionally included as a category. The implementation of assistance to the homeless
from local governments shows more urgency following the onset of COVID-19. Hotel rooms
reserved for homeless, trailers bought by local governments to be used as temporary homes and
isolation centers for homeless COVID-19 patients, and the effort to distribute cleansing supplies
and install more sanitation infrastructure near encampments for the unsheltered are all ways in
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which local governments have provided extra emergency shelter with social distancing and
sheltering in place measures present. Measures like these are recommended in cities with high
rates of unsheltered individuals, where a lack of housing supply and oftentimes, shelter capacity,
makes it difficult for these individuals to adhere to social distancing (Center for Disease Control,
2020). Culhane et. al (2020) found a significant need for additional shelter capacity in regards to
COVID-19. Additionally, protecting low-income workers in impacted sectors is paramount, as
these populations are the ones at higher risk of accelerating towards homelessness (O’Flaherty,
2020). Following extraordinary increases in unemployment and decreases in rent payments,
shelters have to modify their operations to comply with CDC guidelines on social distancing.
This could reduce the inventory of beds available, as they need to be spaced out to prevent
clients from potentially exchanging viruses and pathogens. Additionally, depending on their area,
shelters have not been taking new cases at the moment to prevent potential spread of COVID-19
from a novel person in the facilities, and some have even closed, per CDC guidelines (Center for
Disease Control, 2020). A qualitative analysis of economic and government reports all reach a
consensus that a modification of current strategies is needed to protect public health. Several
strategies are still in the early stages of implementation, in addition to the fact that other
strategies have yet to be formulated. More time is needed to assess the efficacy of the resulting
strategies implemented in regards to COVID-19.
Limitations
It is critical to note that this paper is an exploratory analysis consisting primarily of qualitative
data. Additional statistical testing is recommended to assess the significance of the assertions
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gathered from this data. Further limitations of the study include the exclusion criteria of regional
agglomeration of industries besides the innovation sector. Cities such as New York and Los
Angeles were excluded for this analysis, as they were both identified as outliers in several
factors. This prompts further study on these cities' housing crises alone, as there may be
additional interfering factors not applicable to the methodology of this particular study. The
narrow inclusion criteria allow for a case analysis of the interactions of a particular industry on
the regions it concentrates in. However, these assertions may not be generalizable to other cities
with differing correlative conditions, strategies, and consequences. Additionally, the onset of
COVID-19 impacted the research methodology of this study–inquiry methods were limited to
online-only, as a result of the researcher’s participation in shelter-in-place guidelines. The
pandemic is such a recent development, the implications of this paper may not reflect up-to-date
situations, considering the potential implementation of new strategies that haven’t been
formulated yet.
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Conclusion
Qualitative data was assessed in order to examine the housing crisis in “superstar cities”–defined
by economists as areas with high demand, low supply housing markets. San Jose, San Francisco,
Seattle, Boston, and San Diego were selected for analysis in this report, based on inclusion
criteria informed by economic data compiled by the Brookings Institute. Correlative factors
included economic factors, political factors, and Public Health Emergency 1: Homelessness.
Interfering factors included the onset of COVID-19 and its economic impact. Strategies to
combat the homelessness included shelter implementation, financial assistance, and increasing
supply of affordable housing. Consequences of the housing crisis with respect to COVID-19
included financial risks for low-income renters to fall into housing instability, and health risks for
homeless individuals to experience a severe and disproportionate COVID-19 outbreak. A visual
model was generated to explain the interactions of these factors as one process. Economic and
political factors were found to interact, creating an unaffordable housing market for low-income
renters in superstar cities. The main effect of the interfering factor, COVID-19, was observed in
the implementation of strategies aimed at assisting vulnerable populations, such as low-income
renters and homeless individuals. An effect was seen in the urgency to increase the application of
support strategies for both low-income renters and homeless individuals, but the continued
development of the crises has the potential to alter the consequences of this phenomenon in ways
unforeseen by the current data. This analysis assesses the potential risks, and proposed strategies
in regards to the housing crisis and COVID-19. Conclusions from the data in regards to risks
include: 1) Low and extremely low-income renters are in need of continued financial support, in
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order to stabilize their housing situations through COVID-19 related economic shutdowns, as a
majority of this population is employed in industries heavily affected by the shutdown. 2)
Homeless individuals are predisposed to hazardous living conditions that created a public health
risk prior to the onset of COVID-19. This is evidenced by the disproportionate hospitalizations
for medical/surgical issues compared to the general population, and accelerated physical decline
observed in medical clients experiencing homelessness. Additionally, individuals experiencing
homelessness also experience the health complications that have been found the be comorbidity
factors for COVID-19. This pandemic could potentially increase the mortality rate of the
homeless population, especially in cities with high rates of unsheltered individuals. Conclusions
from the data in regards to strategies include 1) It is critical to ensure housing stability for
low-income and extremely low-income residents. Despite the COVID-19 related strategies being
implemented to temporarily assist these residents, the National Low Income Housing Council
warns that this population faces an even bigger risk once these increased benefits cease.
Insulating this population from COVID-19’s economic impact will also insulate them from the
increasing incidence of unsheltered homelessness, as they will be able to keep their current
housing situation despite unemployment. Economists warn that failing to do so could increase
the homeless population significantly. 2) In light of such an infectious pandemic, it is critical to
house the homeless, and find sufficient shelter that can adhere to CDC recommendations. Doing
so will protect individuals experiencing homelessness from COVID-19, which is likely to have
more severe health risks for this population. Protecting this population is necessary to stop the
spread of COVID-19. Regardless of housing or sheltered status, every human has the capacity to
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catch and spread the virus, and deserves a chance to participate in social distancing to avoid this
risk. If individuals experiencing homelessness contract COVID-19, the likelihood of recurring
outbreaks increases, as community spread is more likely to occur. These predictions are expected
to regionally concentrate in the same areas where unsheltered homelessness and wealth
inequality have also concentrated. States are not able to effectively reopen their economies
unless they meet certain criteria regarding the ability to contain the virus and insulate
low-income residents from economic risks, according to recommendations from the National
Governors Association. This analysis finds that municipalities are likely to change the strategies
implemented to assist low-income and homeless populations as a consequence of the pandemic,
or risk facing the adversities of multiple interacting public health crises. As the lives of millions
across the country are impacted by the pandemic, an extraordinary effort and cooperation across
multiple levels of government and communities is required to ensure positive outcomes for
public health.
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